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Influences on the Attachment Style of Deaf Adults With Hearing Parents
Abstract
The current study explored variables that could contribute to the development of a secure or
insecure attachment style of 15 deaf adults between the ages of 30 and 50 with hearing parents.
There is a paucity of information on the relationship of deaf adults to their hearing parent and
how that relationship may influence attachment. For the current study, quantitative methods were
used to explore both childhood and adulthood variables, such as type of communication used
with parents, type and level of schooling, and current attachment style. Variables also studied
include age, gender, race, birth order, marital status, the hearing status of their significant other,
and additional disabilities. Qualitative interviews were used to evaluate the life stories of each
participant. Common themes from the stories were compared to the quantitative variables to
discover the influences of attachment styles for these participants. The study found that
understandable communication in any form, and support in the parent-child relationship are
important for the development of a secure attachment style of a deaf adult with hearing parents.
This is important information for teachers, counselors, social workers, and other professionals
who work with deaf individuals and families.
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Influences on the Attachment Style of Deaf Adults With Hearing Parents
The current study focused on the attachment styles of deaf adults with hearing parents and used
both qualitative and quantitative approaches to explore variables that may contribute to the
development of a secure or insecure attachment style. There is a paucity of information on the
relationship of deaf adults to their hearing parents and about the attachment style of deaf adults
in general. For the current study, quantitative methods explored both childhood and current
variables, such as type of communication used with parents, type of schooling, and current
marital status. Qualitative interviews were used to explore how certain experiences may
influence attachment style by evaluating the life stories of each participant.
A person’s development is impacted by many life experiences from childhood to adulthood.
Researchers have long wondered what makes a person develop certain characteristics or traits as
they become adults. Why do some people become confident adults with many friends while
others are more nervous and unsure of themselves? The Development of the Person: The
Minnesota Study of Risk and Adaptation From Birth to Adulthood (Sroufe et al., 2005) studied
these questions and more over a 30-year period. The study looked closely at the importance of
the parent-child relationship and how the relationship impacted the development of the child
through adolescence and into early adulthood. It studied how variables such as poverty, parental
support, peer support, and resilience impact children (Sroufe et al., 2005). This longitudinal
study, at each stage of development, discussed the importance of attachment representation
developed from the parent-child relationship. Sroufe et al. (2005) explain that development
includes both continuity and change. They state that “…past experience and former patterns of
adaptation are never erased; they are always part of an increasingly elaborated structure. At the
same time, patterns of adaptation cannot remain exactly the same…thus adaptation of the
individual must change” (p. 221). They studied attachment representation over the lifespan and
found that the experiences and development of attachment styles were important for an
individual’s ability to adapt throughout their life.
One of the variables that has not been studied widely is how communication issues between a
child and parent or caregiver may influence attachment style throughout the lifespan.
Communication issues become a possible influence when a deaf child is born to hearing parents.
The current study explored how being deaf could impact attachment representation and parentchild relationships from childhood through adulthood.
Attachment
John Bowlby (1988) originally theorized that healthy attachment behavior leads to the
development of attachment bonds, where parents become a secure base for the child. Children
strive to obtain or maintain proximity and security with parents in times of distress to ensure
survival, and parents learn to protect and comfort the child when they are distressed. A child can
have a secure or insecure attachment representation. In general, a secure parent-child attachment
develops when a parent is sensitive, helpful, and responsive to their child’s needs. This allows a
child to build trust and confidence that helps them to learn about their environment, develop selfregulation, and experiment and learn about social interaction. Conversely, attachment insecurity
develops when a parent is less sensitive and responsive to the child’s needs. This makes the
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aforementioned developmental skills more difficult to hone and master since the child does not
have a secure base (relationship) to learn from (Ainsworth, 1970; Bowlby, 1988; Cassidy &
Shaver, 2016).
Ainsworth (1970), who worked with Bowlby from the 1950s to the 1990s, observed categories of
attachment behaviors in children after developing and implementing her famous Strange
Situation Procedure. The Strange Situation Procedure studied mothers and young children under
the age of 3. The mother and child enter a room full of toys, and then the child is encouraged to
play. A stranger enters the room and begins to play with the child; the mother then leaves the
room. After a few minutes the mother returns, and the stranger leaves. And there are a few
minutes where the mother leaves the child in the room alone and then returns. Ainsworth studied
the children’s reactions at each point of people coming and going from the room (Ainsworth,
1970; Cassidy & Shaver, 2016). This experiment revealed categories of responses of the children
toward their parents.
The categories of attachment behaviors that Ainsworth (1970) developed by using the responses
from the Strange Situation Procedure are:
Secure Attachment: The child uses the mother as a secure base for exploration. With separation
there are signs of missing the parent. With reunion the child greets the parent with a smile or
vocalization or, if upset, the child seeks contact with the parent. Once comforted the child can
return to exploring the room.
Avoidant Attachment: The child explores the room with little display of secure-base behavior.
They respond with minimal distress when separated from their parent and looks away or avoids
the parent when they return. The child does not want to be comforted.
Ambivalent or Resistant Attachment: The child is distressed in the room and does not want to
explore. They are also distressed with separation from their parent, and they can seem angry with
their parent when they return to the room. The child does not seek or find comfort in the parent.
Disorganized or Disoriented Attachment: The child may have many different reactions when
the parent reenters the room such as clinging then running away or looking emotionless
(Ainsworth, 1970; Cassidy & Shaver, 2016).
As children grow, the behaviors associated with different attachment styles evolve into internal
working models of relationships that guide older children and adults on how to interact with and
what to expect from others. In adulthood, secure attachments help people deal with distress, gain
hope, and improve trust, whereas attachment insecurity may lead to emotional and relationship
difficulties (Ainsworth, 1970). The development of attachment styles continues into adulthood
based both on the foundation from childhood and on relationships in adulthood such as marriage,
committed partnerships, close friends, and the changing and developing parental relationships
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2008).
Main (1996) identified attachment styles for adults based on an evaluation she developed called
the Adult Attachment Interview (AAI), which is a semi-structured interview. The transcript of
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the interview is scored for features such as fear of loss, state of mind, and passivity of speech.
This interview evaluates not only the person’s answers but also how the person conveys the
answers. Through her research Main developed four attachment classifications for adults that
correspond to Ainsworth’s (1970) childhood attachment styles:
Secure-autonomous: The interviewee is coherent, and collaborative discourse is maintained
during description of attachment-related experiences. This occurs whether the life history is
positive or negative. This adult category connects to the childhood Secure Attachment category.
Dismissing: The interviewee gives a positive description of his or her parents that is unsupported
by specific memories. Often there is a lack of memory to many stories. This adult category
connects to the childhood Avoidant Attachment category.
Preoccupied: The interviewee speaks of parents and attachment figures in a “confused, angry, or
passive” way. They may respond to the past as the present or exaggerate stories. This adult
category connects to the childhood Ambivalent Attachment category.
Unresolved-disorganized: During the interview, there are lapses in reasoning, and stories do not
make sense. This normally occurs in people who have experienced difficult relationships. This
adult category connects to the childhood Disorganized category.
Adults with a secure attachment style find it easy to feel close to others, are comfortable
depending on people, and do not worry excessively about losing people, such as when a
relationship ends due to a breakup or death. In general, adults with an insecure anxious
attachment style feel that others do not want to become close to them and worry about losing
people. Adults with an insecure avoidant attachment style are uncomfortable being close to
others and find it hard to trust people. Adults with a disorganized attachment style feel
uncomfortable with keeping or forming close relationships (Cassidy & Shaver, 2016: Feeney &
Noller, 1996; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2008).
In addition to the AAI, self-report questionnaires have been developed from the findings of
previous attachment research for adult attachment evaluation. Hazan and Shaver developed a
survey in 1987 looking at adult romantic attachment styles that people could reply to without an
interviewer (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). Other self-reporting scales developed in the late 1980s
and the 1990s include the Adult Attachment Questionnaire, the Adult Attachment Scale, and the
Experiences in Close Relationships Scale.
The current study chose to use Steider’s (2001) self-report questionnaire called the Attachment
Style Questionnaire–Deaf (ASQ-D), which is a version of the Attachment Style Questionnaire
(ASQ) developed by Feeney, Noller and Hanrahan in 1994 and modified by Feeney and Noller
in 1996. The ASQ has 40 questions with a likert scale ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 6
(totally agree). Steider (2001) adjusted the ASQ so that the written English was more
understandable for people who are deaf and nonnative English users.
Attachment questionnaires evaluate attachment differently than the Strange Situation Procedure
or the AAI. Although the questionnaires use the categories of attachment behaviors from
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Ainsworth (1970) and Main (1996), the questions evaluate and score a person’s characteristics
that influence attachment on a continuum rather than as a strict category. People rate themselves
on a likert scale for statements such as “I find it easy to trust others” or “I am nervous when
anyone gets too close” (Cassidy & Shaver, 2016: Feeney & Noller, 1996; Mikulincer & Shaver,
2008). Although these questionnaires tend to evaluate a secure or insecure attachment style, they
may not specify the kind of insecure attachment style. The Adult Attachment Questionnaire does
not evaluate for the Unresolved-Disorganized insecure attachment style but does differentiate
between other insecure classifications (Feeney & Noller, 1996).
Attachment and Deaf Individuals
The formation of attachment style between a parent and child is influenced by both verbal and
nonverbal communication (Bowlby, 1988; Cassidy & Shaver, 2008). Of the approximately
1,000,000 functionally deaf people in the United States, meaning those who cannot hear or
cannot hear sufficiently to comprehend spoken conversation (Mitchell, 2005), 96% are born to
hearing parents (Marschark & Hauser, 2012). Most of these hearing parents do not learn how to
communicate with their children fluently or effectively (Marschark & Hauser, 2012).
Researchers have studied how these communication difficulties can impact the relationships and
attachment of deaf children. The seminal study by Greenberg and Marvin (1979), which used 28
deaf-child/hearing-mother dyads, found that 78% of child-mother dyads with higher levels of
communication and 14% of child-mother dyads with lower communication levels showed
behaviors associated with secure attachment. The results demonstrated the importance of
effective communication between a mother and child in the 3- to 5-year age range, regardless if
the communication was oral, gestural, or formal sign language (Greenberg & Marvin, 1979). For
this research, they developed an evaluation procedure similar to the Strange Situation Procedure
with an added communication competence rating for communication between the mother and
child to determine the child’s attachment style (Greenberg & Marvin, 1979).
Lederberg and Mobley (1990) compared deaf and hearing toddlers who were 18 to 25 months
old. The study included 41 deaf toddlers with hearing mothers and 41 hearing toddlers with
hearing mothers. The Strange Situation Procedure was used to assess the attachment style of the
children. The attachment styles had the same distribution in both groups, suggesting that the
development of secure attachment was not impacted by communication issues or language
development for this younger age group (Lederberg & Mobley, 1990).
Leigh, Brice, & Meadow-Orlans (2004) studied the transmission of attachment style from parent
to child. This study evaluated 32 deaf mothers and 31 children—11 deaf and 20 hearing—to
determine their attachment style. The Strange Situation Procedure was used with the children and
the AAI was used with the mothers to determine the attachment style of the participants. The
children were all 18 months old when the data were collected. Seventy-two percent of the deaf
mothers had a secure attachment style. The researchers found that parents with a secure
attachment style were more likely to have a child with a secure attachment style no matter if the
child was hearing or deaf (Leigh et al., 2004).
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These studies have indicated that deaf children and adults have a high rate of secure attachment
at 68% or more (Greenberg & Marvin, 1979; Lederberg & Mobley, 1990; Leigh et al., 2004).
These rates are similar to those in the hearing population at approximately 70% (Cassidy &
Shaver, 2016; Fonagy, Gergely, & Target, 2008; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). Researchers have
found that attachment style in deaf children under the age of 3 is not determined by level of
communication skill or language development. Rather, attachment style depends more on the
mother’s ability to meet the child’s needs than on communication (Greenberg & Marvin, 1979;
Lederberg & Mobley, 1990).
Chovaz McKinnon et al. (2004) wrote about the issues of discontinuity of attachment from when
a deaf person is a child to when he or she becomes an adult. The study examined the possibility
of earned security within the deaf adult population. The study by Chovaz McKinnon et al. (2004)
argued that deaf adults with a secure attachment style may not have carried this style from a
secure attachment in infancy, but instead may have earned it later in life through positive social
experiences with fluent communication in the deaf community. These social experiences include
friendships and romantic relationships where an individual builds trust with others who have
fluent communication with them. This study included 50 deaf adults who attended residential
schools for the deaf in the United States, Canada, England, or the West Indies. The participants
ranged in age from 20 to 66, and they all had hearing parents. In this study, deaf participants that
attended residential schools for the deaf (where they experienced fluent communication) were
found to have the same percentage of secure attachments as the hearing population at 64%.
Research Purpose
The current study focused on the impact of deafness on the attachment style of deaf adults with
hearing parents. There is a lack of information on the relationship of deaf adults to their hearing
parents and about the attachment style of deaf adults in general. The studies described above
were mostly quantitative. The current study aspired to learn more about the life stories that
impact the quantitative measure, so the responses to the qualitative portion of this study
compared to the quantitative portion adds to the general knowledge of attachment styles of deaf
adults. The research compared how the participants who identified as having a secure attachment
style talked about their lives and relationships with their parents, to how participants who were
shown to have an insecure attachment style talked about their lives and relationships with their
parents. These life stories can uncover influences on attachment styles that has not been found in
previous research.
The qualitative portion of the current study explored the lived experiences of the participants.
The questions were asked to uncover the participants’ perceived relationship with their parents as
a child and as an adult.
For the current study, the variables of type of schooling and language used with parents were
studied to discover potential contributions to the development of a secure or insecure attachment
style. Data was also collected on age, gender, race, birth order, education level, marital status, the
hearing status of their significant other, and additional disabilities.
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The current study also evaluated the attachment style of the participants at the time of the study.
As described below, the ASQ-D was chosen for this study because it had been modified by
Steider in 2001 for use with deaf participants (Feeney et al., 1994; Steider, 2001).
Method
Participants
The Catholic University and Gallaudet University Institutional Review Boards approved this
study. The study was completed for Catholic University with the approval and assistance of
Gallaudet University where the interviews took place. Participants for this study were recruited
through a flyer posted through email at Gallaudet University and through an organization called
the Deaf and Hard of Hearing in Government. Both entities gave permission for the flyer to be
disseminated to their employees.
The participants signed an Informed Consent Form that explained the purpose, procedures, risks,
benefits, compensation, and confidentiality measures of the study. Once the participants
completed the data collection sheet and interview, they each received a $20 gift card from either
Visa or Starbucks. All videotapes of the participants were erased after 2 years.
The participants comprised 15 deaf individuals with two hearing biological parents who were
still married. For the purposes of the current study, a deaf person was defined as someone who
self-identified as deaf or hard of hearing. Adulthood was defined as beginning at age 30—to
ensure the person had completed high school or undergraduate education and would be assuming
adult responsibilities—and concluding at age 50—to limit the possibility of the deaf adult
dealing with issues of elderly or ailing parents.
The participants’ age range was 30 to 49. Ten participants self-identified as female; five selfidentified as male. All participants self-identified as deaf; one participant identified age of onset
was 7, and the remaining participants identified age of onset as 2.5 or younger. Table 1 shows
the characteristics of the participants.
Table 1: Participant Data
Participant
Number

Age

Gender

Race

Birth
Order

1

36

Female

White

Oldest

2

33

Female

White

Oldest

3

45

Male

White

Youngest

4

38

Female

Asian

Oldest

5

32

Female

White

Youngest

6

42

Female

Asian

Youngest
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Level of
Education
BA
Degree
MA
Degree
MA
Degree
MA
Degree
MA
Degree
BA
Degree

Relationship
Status

Partner
Hearing
Status

Secondary
Disability

Married

Deaf

No

Married

Deaf

No

Married

Deaf

No

Single

No

Married

Deaf

No

Married

Hard of
hearing

No

41
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7

40

Female

African
American

Oldest

MA
Degree

Divorced

Hard of
hearing

No

8

44

Female

White

Youngest

BA
Degree

Married

Deaf

Attentiondeficit
disorder

9

37

Female

White

Youngest

10

38

Male

White

Middle

11

33

Male

White

Oldest

MA
Degree
MA
Degree
MA
Degree

Single

No

Married

Hearing

No

Partner

Deaf

No

BA
Degree

Married

Deaf
and
Hard of
Hearing

Thyroid
condition/
wears
glasses

Married

Deaf

No

12

30

Female

White

Only
Child

13

31

Female

White

Youngest

BA
Degree

Single

Married

14

48

Male

White

Oldest

High
School
Diploma

15

49

Male

White

Oldest

BA
Degree

Blind in
left
eye/cleft
palette
(corrected)
Hearing

No

The demographic data showed that the participants had the following characteristics. Twelve
participants self-identified as Caucasian, one self-identified as African American, and two selfidentified as Asian and were raised in Asia as children. Thirteen participants were raised in
various parts of the United States—West Coast, East Coast, and Midwest. All participants were
college educated—six had a bachelor’s degree, and eight had a master’s degree. The one
participant listed as having a high school diploma was scheduled to graduate with her bachelor’s
degree at the end of the semester during which she was interviewed.
Twelve participants were married or living with their partner. Of these participants, six had
children and none of the children were deaf. Two of the participants had a hearing spouse, and
10 participants had a deaf spouse; one of these participants was divorced from a hearing man and
was remarried to a deaf man. Three participants were single, and one of those individuals was
divorced and had not remarried. As for birth order, seven participants were the oldest in their
family, six were the youngest, one was a middle child, and one was an only child.
Procedure
Quantitative
The first quantitative component for this research was the gathering of participant demographic
information through the completion of a Participant Data Sheet. This form asked a variety of
questions about the individual including gender, age, race, type of education received as
children, level of education, and type of communication used with parents.
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The second quantitative component was the 40-question ASQ-D (Steider, 2001), a revision of
the original ASQ developed by Feeney, Noller, and Hanrahan in 1994 and modified by Feeney
and Noller in 1996. ASQ-D adaptations improved language clarity and revised questions that
were linguistically complex (Steider, 2001). For example, the first statement to rate on the ASQ
is, “Overall, I am a worthwhile person.” This statement was changed on the ASQ-D to, “Overall,
I am a good person” (Feeney & Noller, 1996; Steider, 2001). The modified ASQ-D was found to
be valid and reliable (Feeney et al., 1994; Steider, 2001). The ASQ-D was used to determine the
attachment style of each participant at the time of this study.
Each question in the ASQ-D related to one of five “attachment scales”: Confidence in
Relationships, Discomfort with Closeness, Relationship as Secondary, Need for Approval, and
Preoccupation. Eight questions related to each of the five attachment scales for a total of 40
questions, and the mean of the responses were calculated per scale (Feeney & Noller, 1996;
Steider, 2001). The participants were asked to pick a numbered response for each statement on
the ASQ-D - the likert response scale ranged from 1 (totally disagree) to 6 (totally agree). The
responses to the questions under each scale were used to evaluate and group participants into one
of three attachment styles: Secure, Insecure-Avoidant, and Insecure-Anxious/Ambivalent.
The three attachment styles are the same as those used by Feeney, Noller, and Hanrahan (1994).
They chose not to use the category of Insecure-Disorganized with the ASQ or ASQ-D so those
who might fit into that category with the AAI or another questionnaire would present in one of
the two insecure categories instead. Using ASQ-D results, a Secure attachment style is shown
with higher scores on questions in the questionnaire’s Confidence classification and with lower
scores on questions in the Discomfort with Closeness classification. An Insecure-Avoidant
attachment is shown with higher scores on either or both the Relationship is Secondary
classification and the Discomfort with Closeness classification. An InsecureAnxious/Ambivalent attachment is shown with higher scores on the Need for Approval
classification and the Preoccupation with Relationships classification (Feeney, Noller, &
Hanrahan, 1994; Steider, 2001).
The answers on the Participant Data Sheet were organized using SPSS Version 23. The data
were combined with the results of the attachment styles found in the ASQ-D. For example, how
many males and how many females had a secure or insecure attachment? Did the type of
schooling or the type of communication used within the family differ across attachment style?
Qualitative
Once the two quantitative measures were completed, the author interviewed each participant.
The purpose of the interview was to evaluate and understand the responses to the following
topics: How the relationship between a deaf adult and his or her hearing parents is understood
and experienced (a) with memories from childhood and (b) with the current adult relationship.
How the communication styles within the family impacted the relationship between the deaf
adult and their hearing parents.
The interview included the following questions, which were designed to uncover in-depth
relationship issues: (a) As a deaf person growing up with hearing parents, can you describe your
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relationship with your parents as a child? (b) Were there other adults that you felt close to as a
child? (c) Can you describe your relationship with your parents now that you are an adult? (d)
How often do you currently see or contact your parents (as an adult)? (e) How does/did the
communication styles within the family impact your relationship with your parents? (f) Can you
describe your mother and father using three words, from when you were a child, and now as an
adult?
The author met with each participant for 60 to 90 minutes to complete the quantitative and
qualitative components of the interview. The author is a hearing, Caucasian woman who had
worked as a mental health therapist in the deaf community for 25 years at the time the interviews
were conducted. The author had also taught as an adjunct professor at Gallaudet University for
many years and had communicated using Pidgin Signed English (PSE) or American Sign
Language (ASL) for over 30 years. (Another term for PSE is now Contact Sign or Conceptually
Accurate Signed English [CASE], but the term PSE is used for this study.)
Each interview was conducted using ASL or PSE, depending on the communication preferences
of the participant. All interviews were videotaped and then transcribed to written English for
analysis. The transcriber was a deaf person whose first language was ASL and who worked at
Gallaudet University. She was paid for her transcription work. The author, who is not a native
ASL user, knew the importance of a native transcriber to improve the reliability and validity of
the written transcripts.
Grounded theory was selected as the most appropriate qualitative approach for this study. The
purpose of grounded theory is to generate or discover a theory about the actions or interactions of
a group of people who experience the same social phenomenon (Creswell, 2007). The social
phenomenon, or the life event that all participants had in common, was growing up as a deaf
person with hearing parents. A researcher using this approach will conduct interviews to find
categories, which are descriptions of an event, thought, or feeling. Similar categories explained
by several participants become a theme. Saturation occurs when no new information is found in
subsequent interviews (Creswell, 2007). These uncovered themes are used to form a theory from
the interview data (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Creswell, 2007).
The transcriptions of the interviews were analyzed with the use of the Atlas.ti 7 software
designed for qualitative data analysis. The transcriptions were uploaded to the Atlas program and
analyzed using open and axial coding. Coding in this situation means extracting concepts from
the transcription of the interviews. Open coding was used to separate and categorize the data
from the interview and extrapolate important concepts. Axial coding was used to relate several
concepts to each other to develop themes from the interviews (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Creswell,
2007). The transcriptions were analyzed for themes related to relationships with parents, siblings,
significant others, and friends.
Corbin and Strauss (2008) discussed reliability and validity as it relates to qualitative research as
“quality.” These conditions include methodological consistency, clarity of the purpose of the
study, self-awareness of the researcher on their biases, the researcher has an understanding or
“sensitivity” to the topic, and the researcher should have methodological awareness (meaning
being aware of how decisions are made in the reading of the results) (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).
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This researcher was careful to be understanding, aware, and consistent and asked for information
or clarification from other professionals when needed.
Analysis and Findings
Quantitative Results
The two quantitative measures, the Participant Data Sheet and the ASQ-D, were examined and
yielded the following data.
Education and Type of Communication
The type of education program that each participant attended varied. The participants were asked
to check “all that applied” for their grade school education from the following list of options:
oral program for the deaf, residential school for the deaf, mainstream program, interpreter in the
classroom, no special services in school for accommodation of deafness, home schooled, or
other. The participants attended a wide variety of educational settings. Although some attended
more than one type of education program, no one indicated attending more than three types of
education programs. Table 2 shows the different types of schools that the participants attended
from elementary school through high school.
Table 2: Type of School
Participant
Number

School
Oral

1

Residential

Mainstream

Interpreter

Yes

Yes

Yes

2

Yes

3

Yes

4

Yes

6

Yes
Yes

Yes

Yes

7

Yes

8
9

Yes

Yes

11

Yes

12

Yes

13

Yes

Yes

14

Yes

Yes
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Yes

Yes

10

15

Home
Schooled

Yes

Yes

5

No Services

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

45
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The Participant Data Sheet asked participants what kind of communication they used with their
mother and with their father as a child. The main form of communication with both mothers and
fathers was informal home signs, gestures, speech, lip reading, writing, and other forms of
communication. The fluency of sign language or other types of communication was unclear. The
results in Table 3 show, in the participants’ own words, how each of the participants
communicated with their parents as children.
Table 3: Communication Styles
Participant
Number
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15

Communication Style with Mother
Sign language
PSE/voice
Voice
Japanese Sign Language/Cued Speech
PSE
Home signs/writing
Voice
Oral/very few signs
Signed English/speech/written English
I speak/she speaks and signs
Home signs/PSE/spoke
PSE/Signing Exact English (SEE)
Home sign language
Sign language/Total Communications
Speech

Communication Style with Father
Sign language
PSE/voice
Voice
Oral Speech
Oral
Home signs
Voice
Oral
Written English/some speech/some home signs
I speak/he speaks and signs
home signs/PSE/spoke
SEE
Home sign language
Sign language/Total Communications
Speech

Attachment Style
The participant results from the ASQ-D (Feeney & Noller, 1996; Steider, 2001) are as follows:
Ten (66.7%) participants had a secure attachment style, and five (33.3%) had an insecure
attachment style. Of those with insecure attachments, two had an avoidant attachment style, one
had an anxious/ambivalent attachment style, and two showed characteristics of both avoidant and
anxious/ambivalent attachment styles. These results are very similar to the results of the
previously mentioned studies on attachment in the deaf community with 68% or more of the
participants showing a secure attachment style. Table 4 shows the results of the ASQ-D taken by
the 15 participants.
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Table 4
Attachment Styles
Attachment Style
Participant
Number
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15

Secure Style

Insecure
Avoidant Style

Insecure
Ambivalent
Style

Avoidant
Secure
Secure
Ambivalent
Secure
Secure
Secure
Avoidant
Secure
Secure
Secure
Avoidant

Ambivalent

Avoidant

Ambivalent

Secure
Secure
66.7% Secure

33.3% Insecure

The type of communication between the parents and participants was compared with attachment
style. The parents who used home signs, speech, and writing were not considered to be
communicating using a formal mode of sign language. Nine participants had mothers who used
sign language to communicate with them. Of those nine participants, five had a secure
attachment style and four had an insecure attachment style. Of the six participants who had
mothers that did not use sign language, five had a secure attachment and one had an insecure
attachment style. Six fathers in this study used a formal kind of sign language. Of the six
participants whose fathers used sign language, three participants presented with a secure
attachment style and the other three presented with an insecure attachment style.
In this study, the use of sign language by parents showed no correlation to the development of a
secure attachment style. But again, the fluency of that sign language is unknown, and they may
have had more fluency with other forms of communication as mentioned above. Previous studies
have shown that fluency in communication is more important than the type of communication
(Greenberg & Marvin, 1979).
The type of educational environment was used as a variable in understanding secure and insecure
attachment. Of the 10 students who were in programs with other deaf students for most of their
education, in either a mainstream program or a residential school for the deaf, nine presented
with a secure attachment and one presented with an insecure attachment style. Of the two
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participants that were the only deaf individual in their schools and had an interpreter or no
services for all of grade school, one presented with the secure attachment style and the other
presented with an insecure attachment style. All three participants that went to three different
types of education programs, including residential, mainstream, using an interpreter, and home
schooled, presented with an insecure attachment style. These results showed that over 85% of
those who went to a residential school for the deaf or a mainstream school for most of their
education presented with a secure attachment style, and 100% of those who attended three
different types of education programs presented with an insecure attachment style.
Qualitative Results
The study used grounded theory to explore relationship issues with parents, how communication
has impacted the relationship, the deaf adult’s attachment style, and new issues that surfaced
from their lived experiences. Comments of participants who presented with a secure attachment
style were compared to comments of participants who presented with an insecure attachment
style as indicated by ASQ-D results.
Childhood Relationships
When this researcher asked the deaf individuals about their pasts, the first topic that many
discussed was where they went to school. Most participants with a secure attachment talked
using positive terms about their school and how their parents had decided where to send them.
They frequently mentioned their friends from school, their teachers, and the activities that they
participated in. The positive comments and stories formed the data used to make the themes that
will be discussed further.
In contrast, participants with an insecure attachment style used negative terms when talking
about the school programs that they attended. Two participants discussed how they felt confused
and did not understand why their parents left them at a residential school for the deaf at a young
age. Another participant was sent to an oral program when her parents discovered that she was
deaf, and she spoke using angry terms about this decision and explained that she improved
academically and socially when she was transferred to a program that used a form of sign
language. All participants who explained that they moved a great deal and, therefore, changed
schools several times in their childhood, presented with an insecure attachment style. They
described moving away from friends and not knowing when they might move again.
The participants were then asked how they would describe the relationship that they had with
both of their parents as a child. There were a variety of answers and several themes appeared.
When asked “What three words would describe the relationship that you had with your parents
as a child?” participants who presented with a secure attachment style reported that the
relationships were “strong,” “confident,” “trusting,” “good,” “fulfilling,” “supportive,” “loving,”
“best friend,” “Supermom,” “caring,” and “fine.” Participants who presented with an insecure
attachment style reported that the relationships were “distant,” “disconnected,” “cold,” “harsh,”
“picky,” “critical,” and “judgmental.” Although most of these participants used negative terms,
they also used some positive terms. One participant described her relationship with her parents as
“very good, and there is no rejection from my parents or siblings.” This participant presented
with an Insecure-Avoidant attachment style.
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A common theme among participants with a secure attachment style was the support that their
parents gave them in childhood. Many people explained that their hearing parents did not know
what to do with a deaf child. They felt proud of their parents for learning sign language and
learning about educational programs for the deaf. One participant explained that her parents
moved to Washington, DC, to be near a residential school for the deaf so she could commute
there as a day student. Her parents wanted her to attend a school where she could obtain a good
education and good socialization, but they also wanted her to live at home with her family.
Another participant said that his parents made sure that he was never left out of family
conversations and that he could join any sports team that he had the skill for. Still others
explained that their parents would attend all of their plays, sports competitions, academic
tournaments, and more. One participant said that she was the only deaf person at her
neighborhood school, and to compensate for that, her parents would take her to see plays and
other “deaf events” since they lived about an hour away from Rochester, NY, where there is a
large deaf population. She greatly appreciated her parents’ effort to help her to see other deaf
people while growing up.
The issues of support were again very different for the participants who presented with an
insecure attachment style. One participant, who said her relationship was “good” with her
parents, stated that she “could not talk to her parents about any deaf issues” such as deaf friends
or school. Another person felt little support because of a lack of communication, including
writing since her parents could not write. And there were several participants who felt that one or
both of their parents were very picky and judgmental toward them.
Adult Relationships
After discussing childhood issues, each participant was asked to discuss his or her current
relationship with their mother and father. Participants who presented with a secure attachment
style described the parental relationships as an adult as “closer,” “concerned” (because parents
are ill), “more appreciative of parents,” “good role models,” and “easier to contact now.” Easier
contact has to do with the rapid development of technology that was not available when these
individuals were children. This technology includes text messages, instant messaging, email,
videophones, and relay services for telephone calls.
Several participants who presented with a secure attachment style explained that they are not as
close to their parents now as adults. Many of them have married a deaf spouse and have deaf
friends. Several of those participants feel that they have moved into a different world from their
family of origin. Some participants who presented with a secure attachment style claimed to be
closer to mom and dad as an adult than as a child. These participants explained that they
succeeded by working or getting married, and their parents are now proud and happy for them.
The participants who presented with an insecure attachment style and used negative terms to
describe their relationship with their parents as a child continued to describe the relationship in a
negative way as an adult. These participants tended to contact their parents infrequently and
stated that they were angry with them for a variety of reasons, including communication,
relationship, and educational issues.
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An important issue to the participants was parental support as adults. Some participants with
secure attachment styles said that their parents were a great support to help with their own
children. One participant explained that his mother was very helpful in explaining discipline
techniques for his kids. Another participant that presented with a secure attachment style said
that her relationship changed with her parents after she married a deaf man. Her parents did not
approve of the marriage and now they have “a different philosophy on how to raise kids.” She
was close to her parents, but felt there was too much tension to be close to them now; she is close
to her husband instead. Another participant explained that he has many deaf friends, “but Mom
gives better advice than my friends.” A common theme was that participants who presented with
a secure attachment style additionally receive support from friends or a spouse who
communicate fluently with them.
Participants who presented with an insecure attachment style used negative terms to describe
their parental relationships as adults. One person felt more distant since she was not living with
her parents now. She claimed that “time and distance” hurt the relationship. Another person with
an insecure attachment style explained that “she was not close to her mother until she [the
mother] learned sign language when she was in high school.” Two participants said that the
parental relationship was impacted by the parents’ health. One mother now cannot sign well or
type well due to arthritis. Another participant’s father had a stroke, which greatly impacted their
communication and relationship. None of the participants were living with their parents.
Use of Sign Language and Communication
The quantitative data suggested that the use of sign language (Signed English, PSE, or ASL) by
the mother or father showed no correlation on whether a participant presented with a secure or
insecure attachment style. But the qualitative data allowed participants to describe how well they
communicated with their parents and families. Many participants explained that they had a
system of using sign language, home signs, and speech and lipreading to communicate with their
parents. Participants who presented with a secure attachment style talked about communicating
with their parents much more than those who presented with an insecure attachment style.
Participants who presented with a secure attachment style also explained that they could talk
about sensitive topics with their parents related to relationships, the impact of being deaf, school
issues, and more. Those who presented with an insecure attachment style said that
communication with their parents was more superficial and not in depth.
Discussion
The quantitative part of the study showed that 66.7% of the participants had a secure attachment
style at the time of the study, which is very similar to previous studies on attachment styles in
both the deaf and hearing populations. This shows that a majority of deaf people are developing
secure attachment styles and are doing so at a similar rate as the hearing population.
The use of sign language by parents showed no correlation to a person’s attachment style. Many
participants explained that if their parents did not learn to sign well, they developed other ways
to communicate through speech, gestures, home signs, and more. The participants’ stories often
explained that the fluency of any type of communication appeared to be more important than the
type of communication. The parent’s willingness to communicate and the depth of what was
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discussed was important in the participants’ stories as well. There is a difference in
communication when a parent and the adult child are able to discuss superficially how the adult
child is feeling, as compared to an in-depth discussion on how they are feeling, what are their
symptoms, and what has caused them to feel this way. This result echoed the findings in
Greenberg and Marvin (1979), who studied children under the age of 5, though the current study
focused on adults.
Participants who mainly went to residential schools for the deaf or mainstream educational
programs with other deaf students had an over 85% chance of having a secure attachment style.
In the qualitative part of the study, there was much discussion by participants about schools with
deaf programs and the interaction with deaf friends and deaf role models. Could being around
other deaf people with fluent communication contribute to a secure attachment style? This is an
area for continued research.
The current study also found that individuals who went to three different types of education
programs all presented with an insecure attachment style. During the interview section, these
participants told stories of making friends and then leaving them and not being able to
understand from their parents why they would change schools again. Instability in a person’s
childhood in general could also contribute to an insecure attachment style, which can possibly
continue into adulthood. This is another area for continued research.
No correlation was found to attachment style for variables of age, gender, race, birth order,
marital status, educational level, or whether a partner was deaf, hard of hearing, or hearing.
Interesting to note is that all three participants who identified with a secondary disability
presented with an insecure attachment style. This is an area that warrants more research in the
future.
Themes - Grounded Theory
The main theme that emerged from the qualitative data is that those with secure attachment
styles reported receiving support, guidance, and love from their parents. Perceiving parents as
supportive appears to be the primary variable from the interviews that distinguished people with
secure attachment from people with insecure attachment styles. The amount of support and
interaction that a mother or father gave their child, no matter what the communication style used,
appeared related to developing a secure attachment style.
Participants with a secure attachment style explained that their parents were, “supportive, loving,
caring, mentoring, close, approachable, and trusting.” Participants with insecure attachment
styles talked about their parents as, “distant, not close, critical, judgmental, controlling, and
caring.” The mood and content of what was discussed showed a noticeable difference between
participants who presented with secure and insecure attachment styles.
Weaknesses of This Study
This study was conducted in 2015 with 15 deaf participants who all live in Washington, DC, and
the surrounding suburbs. All the participants had attended college, and all had at least a
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bachelor’s degree except one person who was close to graduation. The interviews took place at
Gallaudet University, but not all participants attended or worked at this university, though many
people had some connection to it through work or people they knew that work there or attend
school there. There was not a variety of people from around the country or with a variety of
educational levels. Fifteen people is also a small number of participants, so findings are based on
that small number.
Conclusion
For mental health and other professionals working with the deaf population, this study identifies
a few issues to explore. When working with a deaf child, it is important to understand what
communication is used between a hearing parent and a deaf child. Is there fluency of
communication and understanding in some form? How is the communication or lack of
communication impacting the deaf child? Tests can be done to determine if a child has a secure
or insecure attachment style, and therapy can be done with a family to help improve the
attachment style of a deaf child. Families should understand the importance of having deaf peers
and deaf role models in educational settings for deaf children.
This current study explored parental relationships from childhood into adulthood.
Communication between a parent and adult child is important as well as the support that a parent
gives to their deaf child throughout their life. These results on attachment styles are similar to the
longitudinal study done by Sroufe et al. (2005) that showed the importance of parent-child
interaction throughout the lifespan. Mental health professionals should note this importance and
inquire about it when working with adult deaf clients. These professionals should ask questions
about communication form and fluency between parents and the client throughout their life. It is
also meaningful to understand where a deaf adult receives support in their life. Does the support
come from parents, school friends, spouses, work community, or others?
The current study leaves several questions for continued research to understand the attachment
style of deaf adults with hearing parents and the impact of the parent-child relationship on a deaf
individual throughout their life. A study focusing on the fluency of communication between a
deaf child and their parents across the lifespan and the impact on attachment would be an
important topic for further research. In addition, a study focusing on parental support and
attachment issues of deaf children and deaf adults is warranted after the results of this research.
The variable of perceived support, which includes parent involvement, understandable
communication, and positive interactions, showed the greatest impact on the attachment style of
deaf adults with hearing parents in this study.
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